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“What speculative fiction is really good at is not
the future but the present-taking an aspect of
it that troubles or is dangerous, and extending
and extrapolating that aspect into something
that allows the people of that time to see what
they are doing from a different angle and from a
different place. It’s cautionary.”

Introduction by Neil Gaiman - Fahrenheit 451-
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ABSTRACT
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This thesis is a science fiction exploration of a future dystopian
world where privacy becomes a dominant currency that is
distributed according to social class and ranking mechanisms.
It utilizes speculative world-building to study the unanticipated
implications of technology on personal privacy, surveillance
and social inequality on future societies. The project introduces
The Mall, as a highly efficient and hyper-connected world, but
also exposes its downfall as a society with heightened cultural
and socio-political disparities. Inspired by past civilizations,
the development of the modern nation-state as well as
contemporary society, the design adapts, appropriates and
reformulates existing cultures into new hybrid possibilities.
This thesis project is presented as an illustrated coded
tapestry that allows the viewer to explore and interact with
various components of the narrative to speculate and critique
an alternative future-world void of privacy.
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Problem Statement
In modern society, social divisions are some of the leading factors that are changing the façade
of the urban environment. This occurs due to a massive rise in rural to urban migration leading to
an imbalance in social hierarchy, high unemployment, slow economic growth, and other social ills.
Different status groups based on race, refugee crisis, religion, caste, occupations, education and
kinship also contribute to the growing segregation of modern society into different segments. 1
This study intends to address the rising issue of social divide through speculative world building
and design fiction. By setting a science fiction scenario, the study purposes to critically raise
questions into exaggerated futures of constant technological innovations and its implication on
personal privacy, constant surveillance, and social divide.

Justification for the research
Speculative design and design fiction are approaches that allow for a designer to postulate and
hypothesize future scenarios, environments, living standards, cultures, society and contexts. By
utilizing design fiction as a strategy, a designer can anticipate and explore probable futures to
devise possible solutions to prevent uncertainties from taking place. This allows the audience
to raise questions of what is and what could have been possible if certain things were done in
alternative ways.
In the context of Pakistan, the adaptability and practicality of speculative design can act as a
unique and safe platform to project new ideas, discuss controversial topics, and debate the
future of the country’s social infrastructure. Through designed objects, artifacts and narratives,
speculative design can illuminate moral, ethical, and political issues that exist because of these
disparities. This can allow the viewer to observe situations that can soon become a reality and
make certain choices that can avoid such futures from happening. Speculative design is an
innovative method of bridging the future with the present and redefining the barriers between
rich and poor citizens in Pakistan.

Delimitations
The research will focus exclusively on the fictitious propaganda that exists in my thesis
world-building project. The project borrows elements from various western post-apocalyptic
fictions and global cultures to produce a fresh intake on South Asian and Middle Eastern
post-apocalyptic narratives. The project does not include an in-depth exploration of the
anthropology of how objects, artifacts, economic systems and politics work, but rather
depicts an ambiguous experience of this world that is open for the viewers to interpret.
The results of the project borrow from other disciplines such as anthropology, film, and
media and are not restricted to one specific medium.
1 Haris Gazdar, “Class, Caste or Race: Veils over Social Oppression in
Pakistan,” Economic and Political Weekly 42, no. 2 (2007): 86–88.
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BACKGROUND
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Literature Review
Living in Pakistan during my youth, I witnessed a crumbling social enterprise stained
with the demise of institutions and cultural values. The fear permeated my daily life and
led me to question my own role and willingness to accept the realities that lay ahead in
the near-future. My mistake was to assume that these issues resided only in developing
countries like Pakistan however, when I came to Qatar, despite the utopian developed
surroundings, I noticed the same frustrations and marginalization that I thought I had left
behind in Pakistan, be it in different forms. Social disparities are a global phenomenon
that affect the cohesiveness of a society and reduce the potential of human development.
Henceforth, as a designer and artist I have taken upon the task of understanding the main
causes of dystopia within a utopian environment and bring forward harsh realities in the
form of imagined worlds.
Since the beginning of the Indian-Pakistani partition in 1947, Pakistan has been subjected to
the system of social stratification of individuals, families, and groups. This has occurred due
to a variety of reasons including differences in race, religion, caste, occupations, education,
kinship and ethnicity. These stratifications are the root cause of various social issues that
plague and thrive in Pakistani society. 2
According to historian Rutherfor Loureiro, Pakistani society has a class and caste-based
discrimination and oppression highly prevalent in various urban and rural areas. The main
reason for stratification is the Biradari system (tribe or kinship) and Quom (caste) through which
people attempt to gain access to power and resources. One of the ways for someone to move
upwards and cross social boundaries in the hierarchy would be to marry above his/her status.
The leaders of Biradari often use their traditional power in their villages to make important
decisions on marriage, ownership of lands and livelihood opportunities. Loureiro conducted
individual ranking exercises with various individuals of different status groups. 3 Most of these
individuals used status to signify their importance over others. The Syed caste use “descent as
the marker of status, while Raja and Mughal’s Biradari individuals used economic and political
power as power symbols’”. 4
Loureiro further discusses how social stratification with the Punjabi Muslims is associated with
the product of Islamic ideology. Saad Khan, a politics and global affairs analyst at HuffPost, a
liberal American news and opinion website, discusses how the establishment of the political,
military and religious elite in Pakistan have degraded the system leading to high levels of
corruption. 5 Landlords possess great political power in Pakistan. Bhuttos, the highly influential
family in Pakistan, were feudal, as was the prime minister Nawaz Sharif. 6 Due to a corrupt
democratic voting system, members from middle and lower classes have been unable to voice
2 “EBSCO Full Text,” September 29, 2017
3 Miguel Loureiro, “The Boundary within: Equality, Hierarchy, and Exclusion
in Azad Jammu and Kashmir,” Contemporary South Asia 23, no. 3
4 Loureiro, 321.
5 “Snapshot,” accessed September 18, 2017, http://www.huffingtonpost.
com/saad-khan/pakistans-poverty-bomb-an_b_292985.html.
6 Saad Khan, “Pakistan’s Poverty Bomb and the Hypocrisy of Elite Classes,”
Huffington Post (blog), November 22, 2009
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out their opinions or gain enough political momentum. Elite politicians, industrialists, and
religious fundamentalists have virtually taken over every aspect of the governing system of
Pakistan. They exploit the common man by charging high tax rates and exempting themselves
from paying taxes. 7 According to Sabrina Tavernise, an American journalist for the New York
Times, widening the gap between rich and poor in Pakistan occurs due to the lack of a proper
tax system. 8 The wealth of the richest and most powerful members is never redistributed or
put to good social use. The country’s system is made by the elite and it is for them it exists.
9 In the article, Tavernise stated that the country’s prime minister did not pay income tax for
three consecutive years. The tax burden was mostly carried out by the manufacturing middleclass sector.10 Pakistan’s revenue from income tax fell to its lowest in the world as only 2
percent of 170 million Pakistanis pay income tax.11 This moral decay of the tax system has
widened the social gap between rich and poor.
Accordingly, Haris Gazdar, a senior researcher at the Collective Social Science Research, has
contributed greatly to the field of social-economic research and policy. Gazdar, in his article
“Class, Caste of Race,” talks about social marginalization in various rural villages, migrant
campsites, and irregular settlements. His article showed that caste-based stratification
is the most prominent aspect of social issues in Pakistan. 12 Most of the oppressed
communities, such as that of Christian minorities in Pakistan, are called by the highly
offensive term of “Chuhras,” meaning most impure or the so-called untouchables. Verbal
abuse is extremely common and has become a normal routine of life for these minorities.
In most of the urban cities such as Peshawar, Faisalabad, Quetta, and Sanghar, low-caste
women in Hindu and Christian communities have come forward with allegations of how
they were raped by individuals in higher authority. The perpetrators could get away as they
know the victims were too financially and politically weak to lodge a complaint. These
low-caste individuals are considered to have no honor and respect in society. Social
inequality can further be seen happening in most urban households who often employ
Hindus, Christians and mostly lower class members of the society as servants. They are
served with plates, bowls, and cups that are kept separate from the rest of the household.
This also occurs in most of the local eateries and cafeterias. The stated reason is that they
eat haram, “food forbidden in Islam,” or live an insanitary lifestyle. So, sharing utensils or
eating with these individuals is considered taboo in various parts of the society.13
Discrimination also occurs at the educational level. Nabeel Anwar Dhakku, a journalist at Dawn
News, talks about how children in Peshawar, from a sweeper colony, were denied entry from
enrolling into local city government schools. The gypsy communities who migrate into urban
7 Khan.
8 Sabrina Tavernise, “Pakistani Taxes Widen Divide Between Rich and Poor,”
The New York Times, July 18, 2010, sec. Asia Pacific.
9 Tavernise.
10 Tavernise.
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11 Tavernise.
12 Gazdar, “Class, Caste or Race,” 1.
13 Gazdar, “Class, Caste or Race.”

settlements for better life prospects continue to live below the poverty line in unhygienic
conditions, often suffering from malnutrition and subjected to alienation, with no formal
education. According to the article, there are seven million gypsies living in Pakistan and most of
the gypsy children are not sent to schools. However, in 2014 two projects under the names of
Jhuggi School Project and Jhuggi School Centre were inaugurated to educate the gypsy children.
The organization’s main purpose was to create a sense of a productive community and eliminate
the factors of alienation that separate the gypsy communities from the outside world.
In America, similar social disparities can be seen happening. Richard Florida, in his book The New
Urban Crises, talks about how middle class migration into urban cities is changing the façade of
the urban environment leading to an increase in inequality, the social stratification of lower class
and diminishing middle-class neighborhoods. Florida focuses on the emergence of a creative class
and how it is replacing the poor areas “service class” in the cities. Middle-class neighborhoods
everywhere are disappearing due to a massive shift among the young, educated and affluent to
the cities in search for better work. This has generated various new challenges of segregation,
inequality, and displacement of residents from the cities back to the suburbs. The suburbs have
become poorer. As a result, between 2000 and 2013, more poor people now live outside the
cities in suburbs. 14 This has led to a massive rise in social issues such as slow economic growth,
homelessness, thefts, murders and other social ills. Florida also points out that segregation at
regional and economic levels is destroying the facade of the country. To place the economy and
society back on track, Florida suggests breaking down the barriers separating the rich from the
poor. He provides a few solutions such as encouraging innovation through creating new jobs,
investing in the right kind of infrastructure for growth, tackling poverty by investment in people
and places, building more affordable housing in city centers and raising Americans’ income. 15
The Chinese Social Credit System is a most recent example of modern-day social control and
social stratification. The Chinese government plans to create a social credit system by 2020
where a digital credit system will rate citizens based on their performance in the society
using information such as their credit history, shopping habits, fulfilment capacity, personal
characteristics, behavior and interpersonal relationships. Every activity of the citizens will be
monitored and privacy will no longer be an option. For example, ratings will fall if a person is
penalized for polluting the environment, for being untrustworthy or writing a negative comment
on their online posts.16 Low ratings will mean restrictive access to certain restaurants, limited job
opportunities, slow internet speed and travel restrictions on airplanes. Citizens with better ratings
will get rewards and special privileges such as better job opportunities, better odds of finding a
date, or even a marriage partner.17 The credit system shows the extent of our society’s obsession
14 Richard Florida, “Opinion | The Urban Revival Is Over,” The New York
Times, September 1, 2017, sec.
15 Nicole Gelinas, “Why America’s Great Cities Are Becoming More
Economically Segregated,” The New York Times, June 26, 2017, sec.
16 “Inside China’s Plan to Give Every Citizen a Character Score,” New
Scientist, accessed November 16, 2017
17 Kevin Lui, “China’s New Way of Controlling Society Grades You on
Behavior,” Fortune.
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with social ratings and how our government is attempting to use a point-reward system to control
and evaluate its citizens.
In Rio, De Janerio, similar social stratification can be found. According to Desiree Poets, a
journalist for a community online editorial “Rioonwatch,” gated communities are on the rise
in Brazil.18 This has created a massive division between poor and wealthy residents. There is
a massive lack of public leisure, entertainment and cultural activities for young residents
in less privileged areas.19 Leisure activities such as shopping malls are accessible only to
the middle and wealthy residents who live in enclosed gated communities. The poor are
criminalized and do not have the privilege to access these malls because of security
concerns such as the fear of crime and violence.20 The shopping malls, therefore, remain
a consumerist paradise of safety for the rich.21 In 2013, in Sao Pauloa, a black movement
called rolezinho Preto, meaning the Black Stroll, was initiated. This movement evolved as a
form of protest and walkouts for the underprivileged individuals to reclaim public spaces
in shopping centers. 22 The movement spread across different cities slowly revealing the
massive social divide and racism that exists across Brazil.
Recently, with the release of Black Panther in 2018, Rio De Janeiro’s most exclusive and whitest
shopping mall saw an increase of mostly dark-skinned customers from poor, working class
neighborhoods. Visitors to the mall and security guards were surprised to watch a huge number
of black residents wearing fashionable African clothes.23 This was a group-viewing of Black
Panther organized over Facebook. This movement, and the successful release of Black Panther
in Brazil, encouraged the less-privileged black residents to access public spaces where they were
previously not allowed.
A recent article by Aljazeera talks about the concept of safe travel as a luxury for only
westerners and elite.24 Ironically, Americans are obsessed with their safety when they travel.
They believe that it is there right to tour other countries with personal safety insurance, while
back home their government supports the creation of walls to keep out Mexican immigrants,
Latin Americans and banning Muslim countries. This hypocrisy occurs when rich and developed
societies are entitled to shut their borders for those in dire need of safety from their wartorn countries while the rich engage in the act of travel luxuries and exploitation of minority
countries.25 The article concludes by stating that a better world cannot be achieved if borders
are closed for safety of the residents. Safety and open borders should be a universal priority
for everyone.
18 “Brazil’s Rolezinhos: Shopping Malls as Instruments of Geographic
Inclusion,” RioOnWatch (blog).

21 Jabari Asim, “Building A World That Comes Alive On The Page,” The Crisis;
Baltimore, Fall 2016, 12,

19 il’s Rolezinhos,” para. 3.

22 Juliana Gonçalves, “‘Black Panther’ Is Inspiring Black Brazilians to Occupy
Elite, White Shopping Malls,” The Intercept (blog)

20 “Brazil’s Rolezinhos,” para. 9.
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23 Gonçalves, 1.
24 Rafia Zakaria, “Safe Travels (If You’re Wealthy and Western),” accessed
March 1, 2018, https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/safe-travelswealthy-western-180228084544142.html.
25 Zakaria.
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PRECEDENT
STUDIES
The next section introduces various precedent
studies that inspired this world-building thesis
project. The precedents have been grouped as
follows:
1) Real World
2) Entertainment
3) Literature
4) Speculative Design & Design Fiction
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Real World
Emporium Mall

This precedent explores commercialism by the demonstration of social divisions of the
Emporium Mall in Lahore, Pakistan. The phenomena of various occurring social stratification
were documented, observed, and analyzed at the Emporium Mall, which is a massive luxurious
building situated between scattered gypsy and homeless communities. Both the mall and
these disperse communities exist side-by-side in their own alternative realities. A road further
segregates the two communities and visitors to the mall completely ignore their presence and
avoid interacting or parking their cars near these communities.

Figure 01: Emporium Mall

The example of the Emporium Mall provided a stark contrast of the social divide between
the wealthy visitors to the mall and poor residents of neighboring communities outside the
mall. My thesis research involved visiting the mall multiple times during my summer and
winter break, photo-documenting and analyzing how the visitors to the mall communicate
with the surrounding gypsy communities. The architecture of the mall is very futuristic and
situated within an enclosed boundary with fences. There is high security at the gates and
only middle-class or wealthy citizens can enter after they go through a lengthy security
checkpoint. As a visitor to the mall myself, I experienced a world where everyone is uninterested
in the outside world. The mall has an ecosystem of its own where every visitor is trapped within
the confines of excessive consumerism and capitalism.
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Figure 02: Inside The Emporium Mall

The inside architecture of the mall is a juxtaposition of massive slanted pillars, bridges and
balconies that offer a view of different floors. Due to its popular locality, the mall is often
packed with local visitors and visitors from other cities. Analysis of the Emporium Mall set the
parameters to investigate potential future conditions where social divisions would become
extreme. I was interested in the concept of how wealthy, hyper-segregated segments of society
find privacy and respite from the outside world.26 The mall in this case, is a form of social control
to prevent any form of social change or uprising against the country’s political leadership. It acts
as a diversion from more important things such as the impoverished scattered communities
living right across the road. The mall’s temporary comfort of safety, pride and privacy shows the
extent of how we are controlled, monitored and deceived from the true inequalities that exist in
our everyday society.

26 Gonçalves, “‘Black Panther’ Is Inspiring Black Brazilians to Occupy Elite,
White Shopping Malls.”

20

World-Building Methodology – Al Bayda Village, Saudia Arabia
One method that people have used to talk about social inequalities is through the means of a
world-building narrative method. This method has been extensively used as a social commentary
tool in various films, television series, books and real design projects. World-building as a narrative
device has the power to visualize, speculate and craft new alternative or future worlds. For the
film Minority Report, Alex McDowell, an acclaimed British production designer, envisions a
futuristic Washington DC in the year 2050.

Figure 03: Minority Report.

To craft an immersive world-building experience, McDowell and his team went through an
evolutionary design process to understand the core mechanics of this fictional society. The team
studied the logic behind each aspect of their design decision including the urban development
of a vertical infrastructure, unique transportation systems, ecologies, technology, science, urban
planning and character development.27 When creating a fictional world, questions of “What if?”
and “Why not?” were raised to help pilot the narrative into existence.
The technique of world-building was later applied in the development of Al Bayda, a village 60
kilometers south of Mecca in Saudi Arabia. McDowell and his team were tasked to speculate and
design a sustainability project that will boost the economic stability of the village by providing
it with sustained farming. The region experienced rainfall once every three years and as a result
the team had to carefully construct a future world where they had to understand the rules
of the culture, climate, history, society and terrain that exists in this Bedouin region. Using a
27 Mcdowell, Alex, Alex Mcdowell on Building Worlds, Youtube, 2015,

21

world-building application gave McDowell and his team an opportunity to see the adaptability
and practicality of design in a real-world scenario.28 McDowell provides a comprehensive
understanding of the world-building technique as a multi-platform tool that engages participants
from different disciplines and backgrounds. This creative process is an effective solution to
analyze, plan and create our own future spaces and realities.

Figure 04

28 “Alex McDowell Applies Filmmaking Techniques to Refugee Camps,”
Dezeen, February 23, 2016.
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Entertainment
Black Mirror

Figure 05

Additionally, world-building is a mechanism to understand how current trends and features
in technology affect the future of our society. It gives the designers the authority to create
experimental work that is ambiguous and open for interpretation. A recent example is Black
Mirror, a British speculative anthology. The episode “Nose Dive” explores the concept of social
ratings and status. The episode is a dystopian fiction where the society runs on a rating system
for people. Every small interaction is ranked through an app that is synced with augmented-reality
eye-contacts of every individual. The moment you see or interact with another person you can
also see their ratings. Citizens with low ratings are excluded from most of the privileges that can
be enjoyed by citizens with a rating of 4.5 and above. Citizens with a higher rating can afford to
buy an expensive car, rent a luxurious apartment, and have access to various VIP social events.
The aim of the episode was to show our society’s fixation with social media ratings, social anxiety
and psychological acceptance through receiving more likes, followers and comments.
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The episode encouraged my exploration of how monetary values determine an individual’s social
ranking in society.
As discussed earlier, world-building appropriates elements from contemporary culture and
society, and then logically exaggerates those to caution viewers about ways in which current
rends may impact their future lives. This is how the episode Nose Dive borrows elements from the
Chinese social credit system and shows the implications of this system in a near future.

Handmaids Tale
In contemporary pop culture cinema and television, world-building has been used to appropriate
existing cultures, politics, religions, and fashion. In Handmaid’s Tale, a television adaptation of
Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel, costume designer for film and television, Ane Crabtree takes
inspiration from existing religions to create the conservative costume of the Handmaids. The
fluidity of the handmaid’s dress was inspired by catholic priests and nuns. The poetic movement of
the dress was portrayed to feel like lifeblood moving through the harsh grey dystopian landscape.
The head template that shelters the handmaid’s faces and stops them from communicating with
each other was inspired by the Amish headdress and Islamic veil. The appropriation of existing
real-life religious clothing provided great authenticity to the narrative of Handmaid’s tale.29

Figure 06

29 Kaitlin ThomasOctober 26 and 2017, “Best Dressed: How The Handmaid’s
Tale Created the Most Iconic Look of 2017,” TVGuide.com, October 26, 2017..
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It is also interesting to observe how Margaret Atwood speculates in a near future to create
a new social class system based on existing social systems. Wives and Commanders are at
the highest-ranking social status in the nation and hold a considerable amount of influence
over handmaids, and they often play a major role in the organization of religious laws and
events. Handmaids, as a result, act as serving maids for bearing children for the elite and
are categorized at the bottom of the social hierarchy. The concept of women bearing children
for the elite is not a new idea but has endured for thousands of years in our society. With
Trumps presidency, policies have been made to remove abortion rights for women and reduce
oversea funding for US-supported abortion services.30
Figure 07

29 Rebecca Hawkes, “The Horrors of The Handmaid’s Tale Aren’t Just Fiction:
Many of Them Have Already Happened,” The Telegraph, May 28, 2017.
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Literature
Fictional world-building, as seen in Brave New World and 1984, often appropriates existing
cultures to fashion new ones. Ferdinand De Jong, a senior lecturer in Anthropology at the School of
World Art Studies and Museology of the University of East Angila, explores the concept of cultural
hybridity as a place of creative cultural production between two contact zones. This zone is
described as the Third Space where new cultural identities are formed and appropriated. The Third
Space provides a unique platform for projecting new ideas and directions. Hybridity in this space
creates new structures of authority that cannot be replaced. Homi Bhabha, professor of English
and American Literature at Harvard University talks about cultural hybridity from a psychoanalytic
analogy. In his book, Location of Culture, Bhabha explores hybridity as a social process that
redefines struggle around authority, realities of dispossession, and displacement. Through cultural
appropriation, new possibilities can be created for the less advantaged. The Third Space gives rise
to new areas of cultural values, representations and differences without any imposed hierarchy.30
In modern literary fiction and pop-culture, authors and filmmakers have extensively used
world-building to depict an alternative future based on a threatening present. Frederic Claisse
& Pierre Delvenne, researchers at the University of Liege, explore the phenomenon of how a
dystopian future can anticipate early warnings in the present, and provoking feelings of fear and
uncertainty.31 When it comes to science and technology, anticipating a near future is crucial for
the understanding of possible threats and devising solutions that can apprehend these threats.
George Orwell’s 1984, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, and Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We, are some
examples of world-building narratives that provide the reader with a projection of a nearby
distorted future.32 Each of these stories takes the audience/reader through a journey into the
future and portrays possible futures that can occur anytime soon. This assists the audience to
question what is and what could have been done to avoid these anticipated futures. According
to works of Frederic Claisse and Pierre Delvenne, in Building on Anticipation; Dystopia as
Empowerment, readers, or viewers, receive messages from the future. They will be constantly
vigilant of their decisions and may take new initiatives to stop such futures
from happening.33

30 “The Third Space. Interview with Homi Bhabha.Pdf,” accessed October 3,
2017.
31 Frédéric Claisse and Pierre Delvenne, “Building on Anticipation: Dystopia as
Empowerment,” Current Sociology 63, no. 2 (March 1, 2015): 156.
32 Claisse and Delvenne, 156.
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33 Claisse and Delvenne, 157.

Speculative Design & Design Fiction
In the article “Near Future School: World building beyond a neoliberal present with participatory design
fictions,” the authors James R. Duggan and Joseph Lindley use a speculative world building device to
explore various future scenarios of education in the context of neoliberal society. The researchers used
critical design and design fiction to create alternate futures to understand societal and ethical impacts of
education. Story worlds were used to envision what their school might look like in 2018. Students were
asked to take photographs of their school and use these to discuss how different spaces will change and
evolve. Through this practice, students interrogated the current educational system and how it might
change in a neoliberal future.34

Figure 08

Likewise, the same process of world-building was applied by USC World Building Media Lab for
the project “Museum of Rilao (Fig 08).
The project is a collaboration between faculty, experts, and world-building students from various
universities, where they designed an online museum for a fictional city of Rilao.35 The museum
serves as a narrative laboratory for the future and chronicles the culture, history, human behavior,
technology and landscape of Rilao. The online museum is a constantly evolving platform and
allows the viewer to imagine an alternative trajectory of socio-political and technological
landscapes of the artificial environment. Each exhibit offers a comprehensive insight into the
world of Rilao. Additionally, the museum offers a virtual Rilao Map, Game and Cyclopedia for
viewers to learn more about the built fictional world. The Museum of Rilao shows that world34 James R. Duggan, Joseph Lindley, and Sarah McNicol, “Near Future School:
World Building beyond a Neoliberal Present with Participatory Design Fictions,”
Futures, April 11, 2017.
35 “Exhibits: Museum of Rilao,” Museum of Rilao, accessed January 25, 2018,
http://museumofrilao.com/exhibits/.
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building is a complex trajectory that requires years of design research. Collaborating across
disciplines can be an effective tool for producing diverse components of the fictional world.
Likewise, designers, Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby use design as a speculative tool to imagine
new possible realities, fictions and futures. In the project, Hydrogen Energy Future - Child
Worker’s Dress (Fig 09 & 10), Dunne and Raby explore the phenomenon of hydrogen energy as
a main source of energy fuel in future. The speculative scenario imagines the ethical, social and
cultural implication of different energy futures. Each narrative is communicated through a set
of photographic fictions. Uniforms with corporate logos were also designed for the children. The
main aim of the project was to offer an insight of how the world will change. Children will be given
first-hand experiences on energy conservation at an early age. Speculating and asking, “what if”
questions can help raise awareness and increase the probabilities of achieving desirable futures.
The project emphasizes human-based interaction and demonstrates how micro narratives are
essential for the development of world-building context. This technique inspired my decision to
introduce micro, meso and macro elements in my world-building.

Figure 09
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Figure 10

Precedents Conclusion
The examples discussed thus far point to the valuable use of world-building as a critical tool
to communicate fundamental issues of social stratification. The precedents demonstrate that
science fiction narratives offer a safe space to critically observe, explore and discuss human
behavior in the present and its implications on the future. The above precedents use a wide
range of media such as film, television, books and real-life scenarios to address the complex
theme of various dystopian topics. The filmmakers, artists, authors and directors were not
restricted to telling stories about what they already knew or what exists in their own culture or
locality, instead they explored and deconstructed real-life issues and creatively appropriated
them to predict a familiar future. In the case of Handmaid’s Tale, Black Mirror, and the Chinese
Social Credit System, the stories do not take place too far into the future, but show an
exaggerated version of our present. By amplifying contemporary issues into futuristic scenarios,
these precedents were successfully able to capture the viewer’s sympathy for a potentially
grim future. Overall, the explored precedents set a refined parameter for my thesis to investigate
social disparities from the facet of privacy and surveillance.
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CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORK
Based on my background research, the conceptual framework
of my thesis project is based on implications of lack of
privacy in technology, and control of rights and freedoms
in authoritarian regimes. These components are the two
main facets of my thesis research and were inspired by the
precedents selected in the previous section.
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Privacy and Technology control in the contemporary world
Our personal privacy has transformed and evolved throughout the digital age. Our lives are
constantly revolving around oversharing media tools such as Google, Instagram and Facebook,
and, as a result, we have accepted that going public with our private life is the new social norm.
In exchange for their services, these social media platforms use and sell our personal information
to other companies for various commercial means. Andrew Keen, author of Digital Vertigo: How
Today’s Online Social Revolution Is Dividing, Diminishing, and Disorienting Us, talks about the social
culture of the internet and the human temptation to constantly broadcast personal events.36 Keen
debates that social media tools such as Facebook are turning everyone into products of the
web where they sell their personal data and he argues that in the process of going public with
their personal details, humans are slowly losing the definition of what it means to be human.
With the rise of social media, humans are becoming more lonely, alienated, and are suffering from
social inequality.37 As a result, the constant evolution of social media companies has created a
massive digital divide of privacy rich and the privacy poor.38 Privacy, thus has become a luxury for
only the rich and powerful, for those who own these giant social media companies.

Authoritarian Regimes
Contemporary societies such as the United States and North Korea have begun to use
Social Media technology as a surveillance mechanism to monitor their citizens. The Trump
Administration has proposed a new strategy to track the online social media accounts of
immigrants coming to visit the United States.39 This policy will affect the privacy and freedom
of expression of roughly 14 million applicants, mostly from Muslim-majority countries, adding
further pressure to the already overwhelming process of obtaining a visa.40 This example
shows that social disparity is a global phenomenon that affects the cohesiveness of society
and reduces human development potential. Similarly, in North Korea, citizens have restricted
access to outside information, as it would undermine the power of the regime.41 Citizens
smartphones are installed with spying software, and most social networking websites and
networks are curated by the regime. Smartphones are constantly monitored and offer no
chance to delete mobile activities or history. Moreover, North Korea has tight control on TV
channels and radio stations, which transmit propaganda and revolutionary dramas, operas
and related entertainment shows.42

36 Andrew Keen, search. Digital Vertigo: How Today’s Online Social
Revolution Is Dividing, Diminishing, and Disorienting Us. London:
Constable, 2013.

40 David Kravets, “Rights Groups Decry Plan to Inspect Social
Media of US-Bound Tourists,” Ars Technica, August 22, 2016.

37 “Digital Vertigo,” Andrew Keen, accessed April 7, 2018.

41 “North Korea’s Tightly Controlled Media,” BBC News,
December 19, 2011.

38 Adrienne LaFrance, “By 2025, the Definition of ‘Privacy’ Will Have
Changed,” The Atlantic, December 18, 2014.

42 “North Korea’s Tightly Controlled Media,” BBC News, December
19, 2011.

39 Sam Machkovech, “Trump Admin Wants to Track 14 Million US Visitors’ Social Media History,” Ars Technica, March 30, 2018.

31

Another alarming example of authoritarian control in North Korea is the Winter Olympic
Games in 2018 where North Korean Olympians were kept under 24/7 surveillance in case
they tried to run away. Extraordinary security measures were implemented to ensure the
athletes were kept separated from athletes from other nations. In most cases, the athletes
were even followed to the toilets by a “minder,” a guardian responsible for keeping them safe
and reporting any suspicious activity.43 This scenario serves as an exemplary example of current
authoritarian and oppressive regimes who will go to extreme lengths to control their citizens.

43 Alan Dawson, “North Korean Olympians Have a 24/7 Surveillance Team Who Will Tackle Them If They Try to Run Away,”
Business Insider Australia, February 10, 2018.
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PROJECT
EXPLORATIONS
To begin building a fictional narrative, I began exploring how various
components of economic systems, culture, social class, technology, and
governing political systems would function in a future world-building
narrative. These project explorations helped refine my concept and fine-tune
the narrative. Although each exploration served as an important part of
the narrative, not all elements of the project explorations were utilized in
the final design outcome.
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Investigation 01: World Building Mind Map

Figure 11

I began the process of world-building by designing an initial mind map that details the culture,
history, politics, economics, technology and landscape of The Mall City (Fig 11). The mind map
opened discussions about new possibilities in crafting the narrative. Over the course of the
semester, the map constantly evolved and changed with the story’s progression. I also surveyed
possible Third Space interaction between “high-data citizens” and “low-data citizens.” The use
of a Third Space interaction triggered the project’s principal themes of data and privacy, which
established the project’s core focus.
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Investigation 02: Photo Experimentation – Scene Setting
The intent of this project was to experiment with various methods and processes for generating
visual content. I used photo manipulation as a mechanism to create a unique visual style for the
fictitious Mall City. I imagined an environment that was damaged and polluted due to massive
industrialization and overcrowding. As a result, I hacked and deconstructed found photographs of
rural communities in Pakistan to create a new visual language and scenes. The visual outcomes
assisted in answering several questions for building this world: What would the Mall City look like
in comparison to the outside communities? How would rural communities appropriate thrown out
objects from the Mall City for their own use? What kind of culture would exist in a post-apocalyptic
South-Asian society?

Figure 12

Figure 14
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Figure 13

Investigation 03: Character Design, Culture and Fashion
To continue the exploration of world-building, I created a series of character design studies and
developed an indigenous culture of three scattered settlements dwelling outside The Mall City.
These tribes consist of communities who practice the tradition of growing plants, conserving
water from the AC units of the Mall City, and the Truck Tribe, who value privacy by creating masks.
Agricultural Tribe: The world outside the barricaded Mall City has a severe problem with massive
environmental pollution and industrial waste. To restore the damaged environment, a small group
of local inhabitants practices the art of preserving florae by growing them on wearable headpieces
that look like modern day turbans. These turbans have been created from found waste materials.
The Turban (Fig 15) is created from a fish net and has been repurposed for collecting fish. The
Turban (Fig 16) is used by agriculturalists and is made from found aluminum sheets. These head
pieces have been appropriated to act as a containers for growing plants. Plants have become an
embedded part of this tribe, providing them with sustenance, protection from the sun and
breathable air. The Turban (Fig 18) is a multi-use turban made from a discarded piece of fabric
and acts as a symbol of wealth for the wearer. Each turban is unique depending on the objects
scavenged from the wasteland.
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Figure 15
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Figure 16
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Figure 17
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Figure 18
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Water Tribe
Another tribe that exists outside the Mall City is an all female-led tribe that collects, preserves and
recycles water from the AC units of the Mall City. The water collected is then traded among the
neighboring tribes and communities. The women are the leaders and strongest contributor to
sustaining life in the outside world. They wear a detachable pot as a head piece that determines
their social status in their tribe. The larger, more intricate pot shows a higher and more respected
social status. The inspiration behind this investigation came from Pakistan’s rural women who
bear the demanding task of collecting water for their households by walking long distances. I
wanted to highlight and encourage female power of these real-life heroes in my fictional world.

Figure 19
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Figure 20

Figure 21
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Truck Tribe
This project was an in-depth study into the theme of Pakistani Truck Art. I was interested in
capturing the presence of these decorative trucks in a post-apocalyptic setting. As a result, I
created a third community consisting of the Truck Tribe. These inhabitants live inside run-down
broken Pakistani Trucks piled on top of each other. They practice the preservation of traditional
Pakistani art by tattooing their skin and wearing decorative masks from discarded truck parts. The
masks kept the tribe anonymous from the surveillance of the Mall City. Every tribe member was
known by the number on their masks. The social status in this tribe was determined by mask size
and ornamentations.
To create the truck community, I began to deconstruct the trucks. The result was a series of
drawings, illustrations and photo experimentations that envisioned how the truck community
might exist. (Fig 22, 23 & 24)

Figure 22
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Figure 23

Figure 24
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To further my investigation of understanding the truck tribe, I begin to experiment with threedimensional object-based masks inspired by Pakistani trucks. The goal was to explore the masks
as a status symbol using waste materials. Social status in this case was determined by the mask’s
size and embellishments. Using found materials, I begin to create the masks, each with its own
structure, narrative and basic geometric shapes that resembled the aesthetic, shapes, textures
and patterns of Pakistani trucks.

Figure 25
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Figure 26
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Figure 27

Figure 28
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Investigation 04: The Mall City
The goal of this component of the research was to investigate the political, economic and
social system of the Mall City. I explored the political culture of the Mall City though a series of
propaganda posters, architecture and currency systems. The first phase of this investigation
consisted of creating the visual language for the propaganda posters. Visual language from
Pakistan was used to give the posters a unique south Asian perspective.
Another component consisted of creating the architecture and understanding the social
dynamics of different social groups within the Mall City. This investigation was based on the
Figure 29

Figure 30

Figure 31

Figure 32
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idea that each floor is designated to a specific class. The lower level of the Mall City is home
to the proletariats, the low data citizens, while the second floor is home to the middle-class
high data citizens, and the top floors are inhabited by the wealthy-elite, the owners of the
Mall City. The initial structure of the Mall City was designed to look like a pyramid with a
circular structure (Fig 33). This design allowed the Elite citizens to observe every other citizen
without them knowing. This investigation was inspired by the concept of the Panopticon,
coined by the social theorist Jeremy Bentham. The Panopticon is a type of institutional
building or space designated for a single watchman to observe the individuals without them
knowing that they are being watched. The individuals then practice and maintain their best
behavior for fear of being watched.

Figure 33

Figure 34
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For the final component of this investigation, I explored a near future system where data merits
determine the socioeconomic status of every citizen in the Mall City. A citizen with high data
merits will be eligible for rare privileges such as digital privacy, a luxurious good only available
to the Elite citizens. I designed an experimental currency system where every citizen is entitled
to a privilege card based on their data merits. The privilege card is like a game of chance with 5
slots outlining the main privileges such as privacy, health, water, air and food. If a citizen finds
the selected slots arranged to form a clear black band in a row then that means they have won
and can move to a higher level in The Mall City. Every citizen competes against one another by
continuously trading the slots. The idea for this exploration was inspired by a ration card stamp
where the holder is entitled to various food or related commodities that are in short supply.

Figure 35
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Investigation 05: Refined Mind Map
The original mind map was redesigned after conducting the previous investigations. The map
breaks down the key complex elements of the fictitious world. By visualizing the map in this way,
it became easier to oversee the non-linear and linear components of the different economic,
social, and political aspects that exist.

Figure 36
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SETTING
THE SCENE:
SCIENCE
FICTION
NARRATIVE
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The story takes place in a dystopian future nation state of the Mall City where privacy is a luxury
and reserved only for the rich and powerful.
The Mall City is ruled by the powerful TransCorp who have made it mandatory for all citizens to
go through the process of Transparency when they are born. The citizens are implanted with
a chip technology on their forearm called The Transparency Protection Device, that tracks and
monitors their every move. All kinds of data—such as travel, location, personal habits, private
conversations and medical records are stored in the Transparency cloud. The data collected in
the cloud is used to trade for basic goods and services. The citizens are stripped of their basic
rights, privacy and their lives are exposed as a form of entertainment for the Elite. Only the Elite –
owners of the TransCorp– can benefit from physical as well as digital privacy. High transparency
can create an immediate increase in popularity and only the wealthy can benefit from unlimited
privacy. They can afford seemingly infinite data protection programs spread across highly secure
locked vaults around the City.
Citizens of the Mall City are in mass panic, because a group of off-the grid citizens have escaped
by deactivating their chips and disconnecting from the system. The escapees are led by the leader
of the anti-transparency rebellion, Mayssa Rajavai, who has become a symbol of defiance against
the Mall City. TransCorp believes such citizens pose a great threat to their connected world as
nothing is known about their private lives or their actions. To appease the public and keep them
in control, Data Hunters are hired by TransCorp for the immediate capture and termination of
Mayssa and her off-the-grid rebels. An underground uprising has begun, slowly planning the
downfall of the Mall City.
Class System
TransCorp
Data Hunters

A powerful organization run by the Elite who control Mall City.
Middle class citizens who hunt disconnected or off-the grid runners.

Off-the-grid citizens
Escapees from the Mall Citizens who have unplugged themselves
from the connected Mall by going off-the-grid. For them privacy is a shelter for imaginative
freedom, curiosity and self-reflection.
Transparency
Transparency means going public with your digital life. Everything about
you is known to the public.
The Transparency Protection Device
their forearms.

Citizens are implanted with a Transparent chip on
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FINAL
OUTCOMES
After developing the science fiction narrative, this section
presents the fictional outcomes of this thesis project as two
main components comprised of the Mall City Propaganda
and Anti-Transparency underground revolution.
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The Mall City Propaganda
The Invention of motion pictures in early 20th century encouraged a massive rise in powerful
political tools. Visual posters with persuasive messages, striking images, and blocked colors
with bold type were used to spread messages to recruit individuals for the army and influence
the public’s beliefs, behaviors, attitudes and actions. Due to the pervasive use of propaganda,
Hitler was successful in promoting Nazism and recruiting a massive number of followers
in his effort to eradicate Jewish people from Germany. With the advent of models of mass
communication, various forms and methods have been used to convey the propaganda
messages such as radio, television, films, meetings, billboards, speeches, monuments and
flags. In today’s digital age, social media has made it possible for political leaders to easily
broadcast manipulative information to gain public support for their campaigns.
Mall City propaganda serves as a political commentary on authoritative control in modern society.
Propaganda videos are used by TransCorp to provide biased information to the citizens of the
Mall City. To keep the people in total fear, a wide range of propaganda was used through live
broadcasting, films, recruitment ads and visual posters displayed throughout the city.

Propaganda 01: Welcome to The Mall
The “Welcome to The Mall” propaganda film introduces the viewer to the Mall City. The city is
designed as a massive luxurious enclosed space that keeps everyone entertained and busy with
constant data sharing. In the center, is the headquarters of TransCorp in the shape of a massive
dome, and home to the high-data citizens. The Domed ceiling has a giant oculus that reflects and
projects natural light from the outside throughout the building. The High-Data Citizens live a life of
pure luxury, with privacy, and they enjoy a 360-degree view of the vast City. The elevated circular
structure of the headquarters also acts as an inspection house from which Data Hunters can
oversee the activities of low-data citizens in the city below. Mall City promotes transparency and
prohibits privacy of personal data.
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Figure 37

Figure 38
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Figure 39

Figure 40
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Propaganda 02: Data Hunters Recruitment Advertisement
The Data Hunter Recruitment film promotes the Data Hunters as TransCorp’s internal security
system who maintain order throughout the Mall City. They ensure that every citizen is transparent
and punish those who go off-the-grid or have disrespected the Transparency protection program.
All high-data citizens are eligible to apply to become Data Hunters.
The revolutionary founder of the original data hunter is situated in the central plaza of the Mall
City. The statue reflects the importance of the history and culture of the Mall city, and serves as
a reminder of the rebellion against the Low-Data Citizens who demanded to be free from the
transparent system.

Figure 41
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Figure 42
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Figure 43

Figure 44
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Propaganda 03: TransCorp
The TransCorp commercial introduces the viewer to the ruling organization: TransCorp and its
Transparency Protection Program – a program that promises unlimited connectivity to its residents.
Citizens are implanted with a Transparent chip on their forearms. Disconnecting from the device is
a crime. The film was used to explain to citizens the importance of transparency to the citizens, as
well convince them of the need to stay connected all the time.

Figure 45
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Figure 46
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Propaganda 04: Visual Posters

Figure 47
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Figure 48
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Figure 49
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Figure 50
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Figure 51
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Propaganda 05: Broadcasted News/Hacked News
A) Broadcast News: This broadcast news video asks citizens to be vigilant of their surroundings
and prepares them to call the data hunters in case they come across any off-the-grid escapees.

Figure 52
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B) Hacked Broadcast Video: The broadcast news of the Mall City is hacked by a message from the
underground rebels.

Figure 53
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Figure 54

Figure 55
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Figure 56

Figure 57
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Propaganda 06: Illustrated Tapestry

The Illustrated Propaganda Tapestry celebrates the achievements of the citizens by providing
a glimpse into the perfect utopian society of the Mall City and focuses on the military might of
the Data Hunters and TransCorp. The Mall City relies heavily on propaganda to convince their
citizens of the benefits of a connected world and to instill fear of what life would be without
full transparency.
The Tapestry offers a one-dimensional view of the Mall City where everything looks glamorous
and perfectly organized. However, unknown to the viewer, the tapestry is secretly embedded
with another hidden reality that demonstrates various propaganda content in the form of
videos, visual content and broadcasted news. The emphasis of the Tapestry is on the idea
of discovery. Viewers to the exhibition can use The Zappar app, to trigger several hidden
components within the Tapestry to access digital propaganda content.
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Figure 58
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Anti-Transparency Revolution
This section of the thesis focuses on the off-the-grid Citizens and their uprising against the
TransCorp, which is presented through a short film and anti-transparency propaganda posters.

Short Film

The short film shows the story of Mayssa Rajavi, the leader of the revolutionary AntiTransparency rebellion who finds herself on the run to escape the Data Hunters. Film as a
medium was chosen to provide a unique perspective of an off-the-grid escapee and her struggle
to survive after being forced into hiding. The film serves as a companion to the overall narrative
of the Mall City, and provides the viewers with the harsh autocracy faced by the off-the-grid
refugees. The idea is not for the viewers to sympathize but to encourage them to discover
underlying hidden truths about TransCorp.
With the film, I wanted to highlight a future society of extreme inequality where off-the grid
refugees are being hunted down by the elite Data Hunters. The film was shot in black-andwhite to create the atmosphere of a non-specified future, danger, and increased elements of
tension and uncertainty. Most of the shots had prison-like compositions, shadow-play and
extreme close-ups of the character. This was done to provoke the feeling of helplessness,
alienation and intrusion.
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Figure 59: The Mall City propoganda posters hanging on a wall

Figure 60: Mayasa looking out for the Data Hunters
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Figure 61: Mayasa Rajavi, the leader of Anti-Transparency Rebellion

Figure 63: Data Hunters tracking Mayasa’s location
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Figure 62: Cutting the tracker

Figure 64: The view of The Mall City from inside the abandoned house
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Figure 65
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Anti-Transparency Posters

These anti-transparency propaganda posters were released by the rebels to resist the dictatorship
of TransCorp. It was a way for the rebels to direct their anger towards TransCorp.

Figure 66
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Figure 67
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EXHIBITION
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CONCLUSIONS
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Reflections
Privacy is extremely crucial in our contemporary society and we are slowly abandoning our right
to privacy by engaging with social media. Social and multimedia tech giants like Facebook, Google
and Apple are aware of our actions and silently feast on our social media data. My thesis aims
to raise awareness and address fundamental questions on the dire consequences of sharing
our private lives and what happens when privacy becomes a luxury. As humans, we need to
distinguish the blurred lines between what could be shared and what can make us a pawn to the
political interest of corporate giants. The intent of this thesis is to communicate the theme of
privacy and social disparities from the perspectives of various propaganda tools. The diversity
of literature reviewed and precedents selected for the research allowed me to focus the scope
of my inquiry. Although, the topic of privacy has been explored various times, I attempted to
provide my own perspective into a fictional world void of privacy. The thesis project offered only
a micro aspect to the overall world of the Mall City. There are still many micro narratives and
uncharted territories of the complex culture and politics of the Mall City still to be explored.

Future Direction
While researching for my thesis, I was exposed to new knowledge related to the theme of
world-building as a narrative methodology. The theme of world-building equipped me with
a better understanding of how hybrid fictional cultures are formed and since world-building
exists at the intersection of real and fictional settings, there is a potential to further explore
new narrative world spaces that consist of hybrid cultures, characters, fashion, politics and
economics. As a future direction, I want to continue using world-building as a speculative design
tool to generate narratives that can determine the future of our society through social and
political commentary. Although my thesis project utilizes a non-linear narrative approach by
allowing the viewers to navigate the story through augmented reality, illustrated coded Tapestry
and a short film, there is great potential to further explore the future of non-linear narratives.
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